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Preface to Part 1

In a digital era where information is seemingly in abundance, the hyper-
link organizes our attention by suggesting which ideas are worth being
heard and which are not. Hyperlinks do not exist in a vacuum, however.
They are created and situated in a polincal-social context. Despite their
ubiquity, we know little about the social and political factors that drive
the production of hyperlinks. The essays in this section cross a variety of
disciplines to explore the forces that guide and constrain the ereation of
hvperlinks and the way they organize our attention.

James Webster draws from economics, sociology, and communication
to develop a conceprual model he calls the “marketplace of attention.” He
argues that the hyperlink can be seen as a form of currency in a market-
place where different producers of online content vie for the attention of
the public. After describing the conditions under which this market oper-
ates, he focuses on the often expressed concern that linking might lead to
social polarization such that people are no longer exposed o a diversity of
views but instead retreat into “information enclaves.” Webster argues
that the best way to understand the extent to which social polarization
will come to pass is to realize that neither the actors nor the structure of
the markerplace will be all-determining. Instead, he says, what happens at
the individual level will influence how the markerplace responds, and vice
versa. He states that how people will be guided toward information will
influence the extent to which social enclaves will come to pass. In the dig-
ital world, he contends, search engines give audiences new ways to deter-
mine what society will share as important, because their results involve
amassing people’s preferences.

Whereas Webster highlights the importance of understanding how
the hyperlink structures the marketplace of attention, Alex Halavais takes
a step back and helps us ground our understanding of the hyperlink from
a historical perspective. He explains the original function of the hyperlink
as a citation mechanism and shows how it evolved over the years to in-
volve full-fledged networks. He also argues, however, that we can no
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22 The Hyperlinked Society

longer afford to treat the hyperlink simply as a request for a Web docu-
ment, since an entire industry has now grown up around the manipula-
tion of links connected 1o search engine results, 1o grasp the social mean-
ing of the hyperlink, then, requires exploring the Hrruggies between
various entities to come out on top of the rankings.

Philip Napoli looks at ways that mainstream media firms try to come
up on top of the rankings. While acknowledging that some elements of
the Internet are indeed challenging mainstream media, he insists that we
should not lose sight of the fact that many others are undeniably becom-
ing highly commercialized and targeting mass audiences. In his view, big
media exert substantial institutional and economic power over the shape
of the emerging digital environment.

Lokman Tsui'’s essay explores one facet of mainstream media’s relation
to this new world, He compares the ways prestigious newspapers and ma-
jor political blogs are using the hyperlink and finds stark differences.
Whereas blogs link heavily to external Web sites, some newspapers
hardly link, and others link only to themselves. Considering that online
versions of major newspapers are used as a primary means of directing the
public’s attention 1 what is deemed valuable information, Tsui’s findings
have important implications with regard to how the public learns about
the world.

Eszter Hargittai is also interested in what the public learns from links,
but she takes a different tack. She looks critically at the potenual for abus-
ing users via hyperlinks and at the extent to which the users themselves
are likely to know that abuse is happening or be aware of this potential
risk. She shows that certain users are better positioned than others o
note which links are advertisements or online scams and which ones are
not. Finally, Hargittai insists that we need o understand the processes
that contribute to people’s online literacy if we are o avoud exacerbating
the current divide whereby the savvy are able to use the Internet to their
advantage while the less knowledgeable remain valnerable to misleading
or sometimes even malicious content.

Seth Finkelstein sheds a somewhat different light on the problem of
link manipulation. He argues that people think search results imply a
Web site’s authority on a topie, whereas they are in fact simply popularity
measures. Using a number of case studies involving Google, he demon-
strates the social dilemmas that confusing popularity with authority can
cause. At a time when search engines play a pivotal role in shaping our ex-
perience online, Finkelstein's essay reminds us that it is eriical to under-
stand the processes that ereate the messages we see.

Copyrighted Material



Copyrighted Material

JAMES G. WEBSTER

Structuring a Marketplace of Attention

At the conference “The Hyperlinked Society™ at the Annenberg School
for Communication, Eric Picard of Microsoft asserted that with the ex-
ception of maintaining personal networks, people blogged for one of two
reasons: fame or fortune, It seems to me that those motives propel most
media makers, old and new. And the recipe for achieving either objective
begins with attracting people’s attention. Patterns of attention, in turn,
establish the boundaries within which the economic and social conse-
quences of the new media environment are realized. This essay invites
the reader to think about the hyperlinked environment as a marketplace
of attention. | begin with a brief description of market conditions, outline
a theoretical framework for thinking about the marketplace, and then use
that framework to explore two socially consequential patterns of public
attention: fragmentation and polarization. The former addresses the
overall dispersion of cultural consumprion. The latter addresses the ten-
dency of people to retreat into comfortable “enclaves” of information and
entertainment. Finally, I'll suggest questions and concerns about a hyper-
linked sociery that I believe deserve our attenton.

Market Conditions

The hyperlinked environment can be thought of as a virtual marketplace
in which the purveyors of content compete with ane another for the at-
tention of the public. Three realities set the conditions for the market-
place. | take these to be axiomane.

Convergence. A popular term that means different things to different
people,' convergence here deseribes the move toward fully integrared me-
dia delivery systems, While the conference focused on media that have
emerged in the hyperlinked environment, like blogs, social networking
sites, and other forms of user-generated content (e.g., Wikipedia,
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24 Thee Hyperlinked Society

You'Tube), all content is increasingly being distributed on the same high-
speed networks, Traditional media, including newspapers, radio, televi-
sion, and movies, are moving into the hyperlinked space. Consumers, in
turn, function in an environment where they can move fluidly among
what were once discrete media outlets, In the long term, it makes sense to
think about a common media environment where all manner of content
is readily available to consumers,

Abundance. The sheer volume of content is vast and increasing at an
explosive rate. Exact numbers are hard to come by, in part because they
change so quickly. At this writing, Technorati is tracking some sixty mil-
lion blogs, MySpace has over one hundred million accounts, and the
number of podeasts and video clips in circulaton seem withour end. A
great many of their authors undoubtedly seck public attention. Once the
delivery of more traditional broadeast content becomes ubiquitous, it will
add perhaps one hundred million hours a year of new programming to
the mix.” All this will be in addition 1o whatever repositories of movies,
music, and news are available on demand. Media are, if nothing else,
abundant.

Scarcity. While the supply of content seems endless, the supply of hu-
man attention to consume that content is not. There are a limited num-
ber of Internet users in the world and a limited number of waking hours.
The problem of too much content and wo little time is not new. In the
early 19705, Herbert Simon famously noted that *a wealth of information
creates a poverty of attention, and a need to allocate that attention
efficiently among the overabundance of information sources thar might
consume it."" Obviously, the problem is more acute today and gerting
worse,

As a result, public attention is spread thin. A relatively small handful of
items will achieve widespread notice, but most will not. Those that do
will have the potential to produce the fame and/or fortune that their au-
thors desire. Richard Lanham recently wrote: “Assume that, in an infor-
mation economy, the real scarce commaodity will always be human atten-
tion and that attracting that attention will be the necessary precondition
of social change. And the real source of wealth.™ What is less understood
is how public attention actually rakes shape in the new media environ-
ment. The following sections outline a theoretical framework for struc-
turing the marketplace of attention and the patterns of consumption thar
emerge as a result.
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